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On March 7, former vice president Gustavo Espina voluntarily returned from political asylum
in Costa Rica to stand trial on 11 charges stemming from the May 25, 1993, "self-coup" carried
out by then president Jorge Serrano (see NotiSur, 05/28/93). The charges include violation of the
Constitution, abuse of power, and misappropriation of funds. If convicted, Espina could face up to 13
years imprisonment.
Political reaction in Guatemala to Espina's return has been generally favorable. Violent student
protests in May 1993, coupled with widespread criticism of his administration's economic
austerity measures, led then-president Serrano to attempt a palace coup d'etat. On May 25 of
that year, Serrano suspended a number of constitutional guarantees and dissolved Congress, the
Supreme Court, and the Court of Constitutionality. However, after decisive action by the Court of
Constitutionality with backing from the military, which had initially supported the self-coup Serrano
fled the country on May 30.
On June 2, after Serrano had already left the country, vice president Espina proclaimed himself
president in Serrano's absence (see NotiSur, 06/11/93). However, Espina was quickly forced to follow
Serrano into exile after a second round of Court rulings declared the vice president an accomplice
in the coup and therefore ineligible for the presidency. With Serrano and Espina out of the country,
on June 5 1993 Congress swore in Ramiro de Leon Carpio as Guatemala's interim president to
finish out Serrano's unexpired term. De Leon Carpio was a former human rights ombudsman and
a frequent critic of Serrano's policies. At the beginning of March, Gustavo Espina finally returned
from exile. Upon arriving in Guatemala City, he turned himself in to judicial authorities. At first
unable to post bond, he was jailed for 30 hours, ironically in the same prison he had inaugurated in
1992 as vice president.
Awaiting trial while free on a US$93,000 bond, Espina said he expects to prove he never acted
against his country. "I came back to prove that I am no thief," he said. He told reporters he had
learned much from Costa Rica's people and its democracy. The charges against Espina are similar
to those pending against Serrano. They are based on a constitutional provision that places equal
responsibility on the vice president for the acts of the president. Therefore, Espina must answer for
both his own actions in claiming the presidency in 1993 and for Serrano's self-coup. Several political
figures publicly applauded Espina's decision to stand trial. "Strengthening the institutional order of
the state is what we have been looking for," said Efrain Rios Montt, president of Congress. (Sources:
United Press International, Agence France-Presse, 03/07/95; Inter Press Service, 03/07/95; Notimex,
03/08/95.)
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